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RELIGIOUS EDUCATION AS AFFECTED BY THE 
HISTORICAL STUDY OF THE BIBLE., 

By PRESIDENT RUSH RHEES, D.D., LL.D., 

University of Rochester, Rochester, N. V. 

LET me ask you to consider very concisely certain of the 

things which we may claim to have been accomplished and 
effected by modern historical study of the Bible, in order to 
consider how these will influence the modern conception of 

religious education. 
In the first place, modern historical study of the Bible has 

effected a recedence of emphasis on theories of inspiration 
behind the recognition of what we may call the fact of inspira- 
tion. By the fact of inspiration I mean the recognition that in 
the Bible the human spirit finds stimulus and instruction for 
those deeper movements of the soul which we call religious. 
This stimulus and instruction the modern historical study of the 
Bible brings out in clear emphasis. The theories of inspiration 
are the various ways in which men have undertaken to express 
their notion of how an infinite God ought to have indicated his 
will and thought to men. With these, modern historical study 
of the Bible has nothing whatever to do. 

Secondly, this study has led to the recedence of the theory 
of inspiration, because it has shown the essential reverence of 
criticism. Criticism is the modern effort to answer certain ques- 
tions which are forced upon readers of the Bible by traditional 
views. It is most natural to ask who wrote certain books, when 

they were written, and why they were written; and criticism is 

simply the modern, fearlessly honest, effort to answer these 

questions with a, perhaps bold, disregard of the answers that 
have been handed down by the tradition which furnishes the 

questions. 
'An address delivered at the Convention for Religious Education, held in Chicago 

February 10-12. The entire series of addresses is published in full in the volume of 

Proceedings of the Religious Education Association, which is just ready (see below, 

pp. 458-60). 
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Thirdly, the essential reverence of criticism has brought to 
mind the fact that Christianity is the flower of a rich growth, 
the growth of the religion of Israel, of a people which began 
its walk with God with the most crude conceptions of his way. 
Modern historical study shows the growth of elementary ideas 

through the ministry of prophets and priests and sages until 

they attained their flower and consummation in Jesus Christ. 
From Him, as understood by the apostles, Christianity has come. 
Modern historical study sets before our minds with utmost clear- 
ness the fact that the religion of which we are the heirs is a 

growth. 
Having these things in mind then, the doctrine of inspira- 

tion being in the background, criticism being recognized as 

essentially the reverent inquiry for fact, and reverent criticism 

furnishing us with the fact that Christianity is the result of a 

development in religious knowledge and practice, we may turn 
to the question specifically before us. But before seeking the 
definite answer to our specific question, I should like to indicate 

my conception of religious education, not as differing from 
those who have gone before me, but to make clear what I shall 
have to say. 

I think we must recognize the fact that religious education is 
not the study of a religion, not simply the interesting inquiry as 
to the mode of operation of the human mind in that experience 
which we call religion; but that it is rather something which 
aims at an intensely personal result. It seeks, in the first place, 
to acquaint the mind with some facts, not of religion in general, 
but of religion as the supreme and highest good, in order to 
awaken in the individual mind vital and working conceptions of 
God, and duty, and destiny. For the sake of conciseness, I 
will confine the consideration to those three conceptions, simply 
reminding you that the larger and higher application of Christian 
doctrine lies on the borderline between the thought of God and 

duty; for sin is duty not done, and redemption is God bringing 
the human soul back into the path of duty. The object of 

religious education then, I say, is to beget in the children who 
are taught true conceptions of God, of duty, and of destiny, not 
as interesting ideals, but as controlling influences in their lives. 
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Having this conception of religious education in mind, then, 
what has the modern historical study of the Bible to say on the 

general subject of religious education ? It has to say, first, that 
the Bible is the natural text-book for such study of religion. It 
is this natural text-book because it furnishes the mind with the 
facts of the religious development of the people from whom 
we have our heritage, through whom there have come to civi- 
lized humanity the highest reach of the religious life and the 
finest culture of the spirit which we have yet attained. We 
are dealing with the highest development of religion when we 

study the Bible; it is, therefore, the natural text-book for edu- 
cation in religion. It furnishes the children whom we would 
instruct with the best material for understanding the facts of 

religious life, and those conceptions of God and duty and des- 

tiny which have hallowed the lives of other men, and which 
have led the many generations in the path of right and duty. 

Furthermore, the modern historical study of the Scriptures 
offers the Bible as the natural text-book for religious education, 
because the Bible, more than any other agency, is competent 
to awaken in the child for himself those conceptions of God 
and duty and destiny which are really the aim and end of reli- 

gious education. The religion of Israel, which has culminated 
in Christianity, is a growth of the human soul in the experience 
of life with God. As we read the Bible we find that we are 

dealing with the lives of men, strong, passionate men, who by 
some process or other have come under the dominion of the 

thought of God, have been brought into the path of duty as they 
conceived duty; men who linked their souls with God in order 
to attain success in that path of duty, and who found their 
life's balance and compensation in the destiny which they 
believed was involved in their relation to God and their fidelity 
to the duty which they regarded as God's will. Such a record of 
life has in it the power to beget in the minds of those who 
become familiar with it a similar life. Modern historical study, 
therefore, says that in a religious education the Bible is the nat- 
ural text-book, because it furnishes the facts, and it furnishes 
the stimulus, for the formation in those taught of the fundamen- 
tal religious conceptions of God, of duty, and of destiny. 
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Modern historical study, let it also be said, in offering the 
Bible as a text-book, calls positive attention to the fact that our 

religion is not the religion of a book. This it emphasizes 
because of the very wide currency of the opposite opinion. 
The post-Reformation period set before man as his ultimate 

authority in religion an infallible book. It did this in order to 
have a final court of appeal before which all the ideas, theories, 
doctrines, and modes of life could be brought for judgment. 
It is a very convenient standard of judgment for questions con- 

cerning religious thought and conduct ; and the idea that Chris- 

tianity is a religion of a book very rapidly took possession of 
earnest minds. Modern historical study of the Bible has dis- 

covered, however, that the religion of a book is precisely the 

thing which Jesus had to contend with in his controversies with 
the scribes. Pharisaism was a conception of religion marvel- 

ously parallel to the thought which very many men even now 
hold concerning Christianity. God has spoken once in the law; 
the business of the religious teacher is simply to interpret that 

law; the law stands for God; it mediates between the soul and 
God. That was the wineskin in which the old wine was held 
in Jesus' day, and it held the old wine to people's great satis- 
faction. The peculiarity of the mission of Jesus and of his 

apostles was expressed in his declaration that the new wine is 
too strong for the old wineskins. The idol he had to shatter was 
the idea of the religion of a book. When the Pharisees came to 
him asking, "Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife?" 

they quoted a precept of the old law. He said, in reply: " Moses 
for the hardness of your hearts suffered you to put away your 
wives," and in those words tore apart all the theories of ultimacy 
which they attached to the book as the final word for their reli- 

gious life. Jesus penetrated through to something underneath 
the letter of the book. He read the book in the light of a living 
personal response to the conceptions of God, of duty, and of 

destiny. 
Modern historical study of the Bible brings clearly to the 

mind Jesus' constant opposition to, because of his relentless 

opposition by, the religion of a book. Such study puts us at 
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the feet of Jesus in order to learn that the study of the Bible is 
not the ultimate thing in religious education. We are not simply 
to cram the children's heads with interpretations, wise or foolish, 
of certain past ages, nor with the facts of the story and of the 

development of Christianity, if you please, believing that there 
the end has been attained. The end is never attained until you 
have awakened in the individual life such conceptions of God, 
of duty, and of destiny as will enable the growing mind to look 

freely upon that book and understand it from the high vantage 
point of spiritual independence which Jesus marked out as the 

heritage of the human soul. 
Modern historical study of the Bible lifts its voice in protest 

against the conception that Christianity is the religion of a book. 
Its protest is not negative, however, for it asserts as clearly that 

Christianity is a religion with a book. What do we mean when 
we say that Christianity is a religion with a book ? We mean, 
what was pointed out a moment ago, that the Bible furnishes the 
natural facts for the awakening of the ideas of God, of duty, 
and of destiny, which are essential to the development of a 

religious life. It does this, because it is the record of religious 
life. What are those passages of the Bible which most often 

appeal to the human spirit ? In answer, there come before the 

memory Moses' vision of God; the Deuteronomic command, 
"Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart;" 
Isaiah's vision; Ezekiel's word, "The soul that sinneth shall 

die;" the thirteenth chapter of I Corinthians; nearly every word 
of Jesus. Do we care a whit when these things were written, 

by whom and for whom they were written? They belong to 
the human spirit and they are the utterances of life. That 
is the reason why the Bible offers the natural sources out of 
which the true concepts of God, of duty, and of destiny will be 

developed in the soul that is given the opportunity to contem- 

plate them. Such experiences out of the lives of these great 
leaders of Israel offer us the opportunity to understand some of 
the most subtle developments of the people's life; to see how 
the people as a people grew under the leadership of its masters 
in the knowledge of God and of duty and of destiny. 
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The historical study of the Bible, however, is not a study of 

archaeology; it is not an investigation of things that are past and 

belong to museums; it is the study of life; and it is because a 
life breathes there, the past life, which by the providence of God 
was led into the deepest knowledge of the things unseen, that 
the Bible is the natural and best means of developing in the 
consciousness of ourselves and of our children those conceptions 
of God, duty, and destiny which are essential to religious educa- 
tion. 

Christianity is a religion with a book, because the Bible 

supplies the natural stimulus for the awakening of these concep- 
tions personally in the minds of those who study it. It is one 

thing to put religious facts objectively before the mind, and 
examine them as a scientist examines his specimens. That is 
a natural phase of religious education; but it is true, that the 

response of a soul to another soul is the most powerful means 
of calling out a living religious experience. The fact that the 
Bible brings us into close contact with the most significant reli- 

gious experiences of the godliest human spirits makes it second 

only to such personal contact with a soul that walks with God, 
the best means of awakening in a child those personal responses 
to the thought of God, of duty, and of destiny which make 
actual religion. 

Then, too, the Bible is so intimately identified with Chris- 

tianity that we can call our religion a religion with a book, 
because the book furnishes to us still a standard. If it is true 
that modern historical study has led to the recedence of the 

theory of inspiration, it is equally true that that study is furnish- 

ing us with a vastly more effective conception of competent 
spiritual authority in the Scriptures-not the authority of an 
infallible standard over us, but the authority of a spiritual, actual, 
masterful life set forth before us. That authority works, as I 
understand it, in two ways. It furnishes us with a check to 
those many vagaries into which the religious life most naturally 
wanders. If there is anything that is manifest in the study of 
religions all over the world, it is that the impulses which we call 
religious, our response to the totality of existence, oftentimes 
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follow tangential lines. They go out into strange desert places, 
as has frequently been the case with Christianity. The record of 
the manifold eccentricities of thought and practice, which church 

history furnishes, gives abundant evidence of this tangential ten- 

dency. The Bible is a standard to check such vagaries, because it 
sets before us constantly the development of the well-balanced 

religion. The record in the book shows many vagaries, many 
extremes. But the tendency of development throughout is 

steadily and clearly toward the sanity and balance of Jesus. It 
is this which makes the book to be a standard for us, not simply 
the fact that it gives us in the final revelation of Jesus Christ that 

by which we can check our thoughts and impulses, but also because 
it shows us in their folly some very natural conceptions and 

practices which have been disclosed as not contributing to the 

true, well-balanced, progressive religious life. 
The Bible is offered by modern historical study as the stand- 

ard for religious education, because it is the doorway that opens 
for the soul the way of escape from those crystallizations of 

religious thinking which are the cause of all formulated religion. 
It is most significant that when Martin Luther moved out for 
himself into "the freedom of the Christian man," it was by fol- 

lowing the guidance of a light that broke upon him from the 
words of the apostle Paul: "The just shall live by faith." So 
the Bible from the beginning, in all ages, whether to Catholic 
or to Protestant, through its ideals of religion and its exhibition 
of the soul's fellowship with the living God, has furnished the 

way out of formalism and shown the human spirit how it may 
come again into the free sunshine of the life of God in the soul. 

Modern historical study of the Bible, therefore, offers the 
Bible to modern religious education as the record of God's 

development among men of a religious life, and therefore as the 
best stimulus for exciting in individuals a corresponding religious 
life; as the standard to which the impulses of all religious life 

may be brought for testing, to inquire whether they are on the 
line of real progress; and as the guide to which we may turn 
whenever we are oppressed by the arrogance or tyranny of 
human thinking, to escape into the free places of the soul's 

liberty in the presence of the Most High. 
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